Editorial
Conflicts of interest (COIs) are defined as conflicts between the private interests and the official responsibilities of a person in a position of trust (Merriam-Webster, 2016) . Ethically, these are situations in which personal and/or financial considerations have the potential to influence or compromise professional judgment in clinical service, research, consultation, instruction, administration, or any other professional activity (American Speech-Language Hearing Association, 2011). The National Institutes of Health cites "Conflict of Interest" as arising when an employee is involved in a particular matter as part of official duties with an outside organization where there is also a financial interest involving the individual or close family members or involved organizations. Conflicts of interest must be stated whether they are real or only perceived.
Conflicts of interest confront professionals of all disciplines, corporate businesses, and politicians and are observed from the highest level of governments to the care relationships between a client and a provider. Psychiatric nurses encounter COIs in all aspects of their work. This editorial will discuss COIs as they pertain to the Journal of the American Psychiatric Nurses Association (JAPNA) in our roles as readers, writers, and reviewers.
The World Association of Medical Editors (WAME) states, Conflict of interest (COI) exists when there is a divergence between an individual's private interests (competing interests) and his or her responsibilities to scientific and publishing activities such that a reasonable observer might wonder if the individual's behavior or judgment was motivated by considerations of his or her competing interests. COI in medical publishing affects everyone with a stake in research integrity including journals, research/ academic institutions, funding agencies, the popular media, and the public. Journals are interested in COI as it relates to a specific manuscript. (WAME, 2009) With all of this in mind, the instructions to authors on the JAPNA web page state the following:
Declaration of conflicting interests-It is the policy of JAPNA to require a declaration of conflicting interests from all authors enabling a statement to be carried within the paginated pages of all published articles.
When making a declaration the disclosure information must be specific and include any financial relationship that all authors of the article has with any sponsoring organization and the for-profit interests the organization represents, and with any for-profit product discussed or implied in the text of the article.
Any commercial or financial involvements that might represent an appearance of a conflict of interest need to be additionally disclosed in the covering letter accompanying your article to assist the Editor in evaluating whether sufficient disclosure has been made within the Declaration of Conflicting Interests provided . . ." (Retrieved from http:// www.journals.sagepub.com/home/jap on July 24, 2017).
Essentially this statement asks all authors to declare conflicting interests including financial relationships with sponsoring nonprofit and for-profit organizations. Authors must disclose any financial or other competing interest that influences partiality. This could include salary support, consulting fees, ownership of stock in companies involved in the paper, or involvement in a speakers' bureau for a product (American Psychological Association, 2009). Authors need to acknowledge financial support of a manuscript as part of the COI declaration. This transparency allows you, the reader, to know what potential biases exist with authors. These biases could influence the way the paper is authored or slanted; thus, they must be acknowledged. Prepublication, editors will note the identified COIs and during the first reading of the submission keep this in mind as the decision is made to move the paper forward to review.
Similarly, reviewers are obligated to identify and acknowledge their potential COIs as they agree to review a manuscript. The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors identifies four predominant areas of conflict of interest: financial relationships, personal relationships, academic competition, and intellectual passion (retrieved from http://www.icmje.org on August 1, 2017). While JAPNA does not specifically require a signed attestation of COI from reviewers, when an invitation is issued, reviewers are asked to recuse themselves from the review if there is a potential COI. This might be prior knowledge of the paper and author, negating the blind review, or involvement in the research or study as a faculty advisor or colleague.
In summary, COIs are a fact of life. Authors, editors, and reviewers are confronted with them on a regular basis. The key to ameliorating the effects of bias resulting from an undeclared COI is identification and acknowledgment of the COI. While disclosure requirements for research and publications might seem extensive, the risks of undeclared COIs are great. As always the goal is an ethically published scholarly journal with the hallmark of transparency.
